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Three Forces Are Changing Our Nationôs Future

Å Inadequate literacy and numeracy skills 

among large segments of our student and 

adult populations 

ÅAn ongoing shift in the demographic profile of 

our population, powered by the highest 

immigration rates in nearly a century

ÅThe continuing evolution of the economy and 

the nationôs job structure, requiring higher 

levels of skills from an increasing proportion 

of workers
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Let us not be content to wait and see 

what will happen, but give us the determination 

to make the right things happen.

ð Horace Mann
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Inadequate Skill Distributions
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Literacy surveys conducted by ETS have represented literacy 
along scales divided into 5 levels.  National and international 
committees have judged that skills in Levels 3 and higher are 
needed for participation in modern societies.

Less Proficient More Proficient

National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS, 1992)
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Literacy skills are related to highest level of 
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Passing 
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SOURCE: The Literacy Proficiencies of GED Examinees: Results from the GED-NALS 

Comparison Study. (1995). Baldwin, J., Kirsch, I., Rock, D., & Yamamoto, K.

**

Adults in Levels 3 and higher had a better than 90 
percent chance of passing the GED.
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Half of Americaôs adults lack literacy skills needed 
for the 21st century.

All Adults Asian Black Hispanic White
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High school graduation rates peaked at 77% in 1969 
and have remained in the 70% range since 1995.

Graduates as a 

Percentage of 

17-Year-Old 

Population

Note: Graduates are of regular day-school programs.
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics
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Average achievement gaps in both reading and 
math have remained stubbornly unchanged.

Reading 1984 1994 2004

White-Black

Age 13 26 31 22

Age 17 32 30 29

White-Hispanic

Age 13 33 30 24

Age 17 27 33 29

Math 1986 1996 2004

White-Black

Age 13 24 29 27

Age 17 29 27 28

White-Hispanic

Age 13 19 25 23

Age 17 24 21 24
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Math Reading Science

U.S. Average Score 483 495 491

OECD Average 500 494 500

U.S. Rank Among 29 

Countries

24th 15th 20th

The U.S. is not among the worldôs leaders in any 
area of educational achievement.
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Shifting Demographics
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Growth 

1980-2000

Growth 

2000-2020

Natives, 25-54, All races 26.7 0.0

Natives, 55+, All races 2.7 13.3

Immigrants 9.3 6.0

TOTAL 38.7 19.4

Note: Numbers represent millions of adults.

Americaôs labor force will grow more slowly over the 
next 20 years, with almost none of the growth expected 
to come from native-born workers.
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Time Period

Population

Growth

(millions)

Net

International

Migration

(millions)

Net 

Immigration 

as a 

Percentage of

Population 

Change

April 2000-July 2005 

(Actual)
15.0 6.3 42

2005-2010 Projected 13.4 6.7 50

2011-2015 Projected 13.4 7.1 53

Immigration is projected to account for more than half of 
our population growth between now and 2015. 
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Immigration patterns have changed dramatically over 
the past 100 years. New immigrants to the U.S. are quite 
diverse with respect to their country of origin.
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Educational Attainment
Number 

(millions)
Percentage

1-12 years, no diploma 1.7 34

high school diploma or GED 1.1 23

13-15 years .8 15

Bachelorôs degree .8 17

Masterôs or higher degree .6 11

Total 5.0 100

Between 2000 and 2004, new immigrants entered the 
U.S. with a broad range of educational backgrounds.
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Educational 

Attainment

Only

Speaks

English

(%)

Speaks

English

Very 

Well

(%)

Speaks

English 

Well 

(%)

Does

Not 

Speak

English 

Well 

(%)

Does

Not 

Speak 

English 

(%)

1-12 years, no 

diploma
6 6 9 32 47

High school 

diploma or GED
9 16 19 36 21

13-15 years 16 30 24 21 9

Bachelorôs 

degree
14 36 28 17 5

Masterôs or 

higher degree
11 48 27 12 3

Total 10 22 19 26 23

80% of new immigrants without a high school diploma 
report that they do not speak English well or at all.
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Educational 

Attainment

Total

Births

Out-of-Wedlock

Births

Percentage 

Out of

Wedlock

<12 or 12, no diploma 563,288 350,847 62.2

12 years, diploma 

or GED   

743,151 381,060 51.3

13-15 years 666,328 242,920 36.7

Bachelorôs degree268,238 33,669 12.6

Masterôs or higher 

degree

62,313 2,691 4.3

All 2,298,318 1,011,077 44.0

Source: 2004 American Community Surveys; public-use files; tabulations by authors.

44% of births to women under 30 are out of wedlock. The 
majority of these births take place among women with either 
no high school diploma or no postsecondary education.
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A Changing Economy
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Occupational 

group

1984

millions

2000

millions

Absolute

change in 

millions of 

adults

Percentage

change

All 16+ 105.0 135.0 30.0 29.0

High literacy 34.0 54.0 20.0 57.0

Moderate literacy 70.0 80.0 10.0 14.3

Jobs associated with college-level skills and education 
accounted for two-thirds of the job growth between 1984 
and 2000.



Confidential and Proprietary. Copyright © 2007 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved.4/29/2009 21

Occupational 

group

2004

millions

2014

millions

Absolute

change in 

millions of 

adults

Percentage

change

All 16+ 146.0 165.0 19.0 13.0

High literacy 49.0 58.0 9.0 18.0

Moderate literacy 97.0 107.0 10.0 10.0

Jobs requiring high levels of education and skills are 
projected to account for almost half of the job growth over 
the next decade.
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Year

HS grad

to

HS dropout

Some 

college

to 

HS grad

B.A.+

to 

HS grad

B.A.+ 

top skills 

to

HS grad

top skills

B.A.+

avg. skills

to 

HS grad

avg. skills

B.A.+

low skills 

to 

HS grad

low skills

1988 1.38 1.20 1.58 1.69 1.01 1.14

1997 1.31 1.14 1.81 1.68 1.35 1.18

2001 1.35 1.17 2.01 2.22 1.47 1.29

Comparative differences in the annual earnings of U.S. 

adults have widened for those with higher levels of 

education and higher levels of skills.
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Wage and salary earnings reflected a shared prosperity 
through 1975. Between then and now we have seen a 
growing inequality. 

Percentage 
Change in 
Earnings 
Since 1961

Tabulations of annual 
March Current 
Population

Survey Data, by David 
Ellwood, Harvard 
University.




